For personal use. Only reproduce with permission from The Lancet. One woman died, eight people were infected, and hundreds of others were quarantined after two technicians at the National Institute of Virology in Beijing were mysteriously struck down with the disease last month.
But with no new cases in more than 3 weeks, WHO announced that the chain of human-to-human transmission had been broken before it could spread into the general population.
Although health officials were relieved to have avoided a repeat of last year's massive outbreak, which killed 774 people and infected 8000 people around the world, concerns remain about the safety breach at the institute.
WHO and the Chinese health ministry have launched investigations into the source of transmission, but they acknowledge that the results to date have been inconclusive.
Following similar outbreaks at research institutes in Taiwan and Singapore earlier this year, the most likely cause was initially suspected to be a laboratory accident involving live specimens of the SARS virus.
But no mishaps have been reported and the WHO team have yet to identify any procedural errors in the handling of samples. Adding to the mystery, the two infected researchers seem to have been struck down by the disease at different times and neither is believed to have come into contact with the live virus.
The first two patients have recovered, though the mother of one of them died after contracting SARS while caring for her child. Quarantine orders have been lifted on hundreds of other people who came into contact with the identified cases. According to the domestic media, 28 employees of the research lab are still under observation.
Despite the all clear, WHO expressed "serious concerns" about the handling of live SARS samples and reissued guidelines on correct safety procedure for laboratories around the world. The Beijing institute ought to have been a model of caution as it is the main testing centre for SARS in China, the nation that was worst affected by last year's outbreak.
Under a plan that predates the latest outbreak, the institute is to be replaced by a new virology facility on which construction will begin in June.
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Myriad loses rights to breast cancer gene patent T he European Patent Office (EPO) on May 18 revoked a controversial patent describing a diagnostic test for the breast-cancer susceptibility gene BRCA1 that was granted to the US biotechnology company Myriad Genetics.
In a statement, EPO said that it had upheld appeals from several scientific institutes against the patent-which effectively gives Myriad a monopoly on the gene-who claim it prevents research into breast cancer and the identification of new tests. EPO also found that the discovery was not novel under the provisions of European patent law and that the company had made errors in deciphering the genetic sequence.
In January, 2001, 7 years after Myriad first identified the sequence of BRCA1, EPO granted the company three patents covering all potential genetic diagnostic and therapeutic applications.
But several European research centres, along with other organisations and the European Parliament, filed a joint opposition to the patent in October, 2001. The signatories claimed that Myriad's refusal to grant any licences for research on the gene, and its insistence that all DNA samples must be tested at its Salt Lake City laboratories, in Utah, USA, meant that the company had an "abusive monopoly".
It was also argued that European researchers would lose their expertise in this field since Myriad's patents did not allow them to improve diagnostic tests or develop new ones.
Opponents of Myriad's patents had also discovered discrepancies of 10 bases between the BRCA1 gene sequence described in Myriad's 2001 patent and the sequence in Myriad's original 1994 patent application. Although in 1995 the company submitted an updated sequence matching exactly the one in the issued patent, by that time, the crucial sequence had already been published openly elsewhere.
"After a public hearing of all parties the grounds for opposition prejudiced the maintenance of the patent. As a consequence, it had to be revoked", EPO commented.
"This story shows us that the work done by the scientific community can be taken by a company", says Dominique Stoppa-Lyonet, of Institut Curie in Paris, which led the fight against Myriad.
William Hockett, spokesman for Myriad, said the company would appeal the decision, calling it "another step in a long administrative review process".
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